The cardiovascular risks of physical activity.
The incidence of sudden death, serious arrhythmias, and myocardial infarction in connection with both recreational and rehabilitative physical activity is small. However, the incidence of e.g. sudden death is several times higher in exercise than at other times. This relative risk is highest in middle-aged men, and higher in strenuous than in nonstrenuous exercise. In the vast majority of the cases the underlying cause is advanced coronary heart disease, which in large proportion of the cases has been asymptomatic and has allowed regular strenuous training. Attempts to prevent the complications by special large scale screening programs would be ineffective and individual counselling limited by lack of resources. These measures should, however, be used in selected groups and individuals. Another approach is to inform the exercisers and their families at large by systematic, well-planned and repeated messages of the risks of physical activity, of the symptoms and findings indicating this risk, of the individual and environmental factors increasing the risk, and of the necessary measures to be taken to minimize the risk. Even if all available measures at present were used, the cardiovascular complications of physical activity could not be totally prevented. Fortunately, preliminary evidence suggests that at population level the cardiovascular hazards of physical activity are outweighed by its cardiovascular benefits.